
Corn-Pone Opinions

Menx TwelN

Mork Twoin (1835-1910) is the psqudonym of Somuel Longhorne

Clemens. Best known os o novelist - Ihe Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn ('l 8841, Tom Sowyer 11876l, ond A ConnecticutYonkee in Kng
Arthur's Court (l889) ore omong his most fomous - Twoin olso
worked os o typesetter, o riverboof pilot, o miner, o reporter, ond on
editor. His eorly writings reflect his pre-Civil Wor upbringing in their
idyllic imoges os well os in their reminders of some of Americo's leost
occeptoble sociol reolities. Twoin spent his life observing ond report-

ing on his surroundings, ond his work provides o glimpse into the mind-set of the
lote nineteenth century. "Corn-Pone Opinions," which wos found in his popers
ofter his deoth, wos first published in 1923 in Europe ond Elsewhere. ln it, Twoin

comments - not olwoys opprovingly - on word of mouth os the spreoder of pop-
ulor opinion ond culture.

X-lifty years ago, when I was a boy of fifteen and helping to inhabit a Mis-
A 'sourian village on the banks of the Mississippi,I had a friend whose soci-

etywas very dear to me because I was forbidden by -y mother to partake of it. He
was a gay and impudent and satirical and delightful young black man - a

slave - who daily preached sermons from the top of his master's woodpile, with
me for sole audience. He imitated the pulpit style of the several clergymen of the
village, and did it well, and with fine passion and energy. To me he was a wonder.
I believed he was the greatest orator in the United States and would some day be

heard from. But it did not happen; in the distribution of rewards he was over-
looked.It is the way, in this world.

He interrupted his preaching) now and then, to saw a stick of wood; but the
sawing was a pretense - he did it with his mouth; exactly imitating the sound
the bucksaw makes in shrieking its way through the wood. But it served its pur-
pose; it kept his master from coming out to see how the work was getting along. I
listened to the sermons from the open window of a lumber room at the back of
the house. One of his texts was this:

"You tell me whar a man gits his corn pone, en I'll tell you what his 'pin-
ions is."

I can never forget it. It was deeply impressed upon me. By my mother. Not
upon my memory, but elsewhere. She had slipped in upon me while I was
absorbed and not watching. The black philosopher's idea was that a man is not
independent, and cannot affiord views which might interfere with his bread and
butter. If he would prosper, he must train with the majority; in matters of large
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moment, like politics and religion, he must think and feel with the bulk of his
neighbors, or suffer damage in his social standing and in his business prosperi-
ties. He must restrict himself to corn-pone opinions - atleast on the surface. He
must get his opinions from other people; he must reason out none for himself; he
must have no first-hand views.

I think lerry was right, in the main, but I think he did not go far enough.

1. It was his idea that a man conforms to the majorityview of his localityby
calculation and intention. This happens, but I think it is not the rule.

2. It was his idea that there is such a thing as a first-hand opinion; an original
opinion; an opinion which is coldly reasoned out in a man's head, by a
searching analysis of the facts involved, with the heart unconsulted, and
the jury room closed against outside influences. It may be that such an

opinion has been born somewhere, at some time or other, but I suppose it
got away before they could catch it and stuff it and put it in the museum.

I am persuaded that a coldly-thought-out and independent verdict upon a

fashion in clothes, or manners, or literature, or politics, or religion, or any other
matter that is projected into the field of our notice and interest, is a most rare

thing - if it has indeed ever existed.

A new thing in costume appears - the flaring hoopskirt, for example - and

the passers-by are shocked, and the irreverent laugh. Six months later everybody
is reconciled; the fashion has established itself; it is admired, now, and no one

laughs. Public opinion resented it before, public opinion accepts it now, and is
huppy in it. Why? Was the resentment reasoned out? Was the acceptance reasoned

out? No. The instinct that moves to conformity did the work. It is our nature to

conform; it is a force which not many can successfully resist. What is its seat? The

inborn requirement of self-approval. We ail have to bow to that; there are no
exceptions. Even the woman who refuses from first to last to wear the hoop skirt
comes under that law and is its slave; she could not wear the skirt and have her

own approval; and that she must have, she cannot help herself. But as a rule our

self-approval has its source in but one place and not elsewhere - the approval of
other people. A person of vast consequences can introduce any kind of novelty in
dress and the general world will presently adopt it - moved to do it, in the first
place, by the natural instinct to passively yield to that vague something recog-

ntzedas authority, and in the second place by the human instinct to train with the

multitude and have its approval. An empress introduced the hoopskirt, and we

know the result. A nobody introduced the bloomer, and we know the result. If Eve

should come again, in her ripe renown, and reintroduce her quaint styles - well,

we know what would happen. And we should be cruelly embarrassed, along

at first.
The hoopskirt runs its course and disappears. Nobody reasons about it. One

woman abandons the fashion; her neighbor notices this and follows her lead; this

influences the next woman; and so on and so on, and presentiy the skirt has van-
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ished out of the world, no one knows how nor why, nor cares, for that matter It
will come again, by and by and in due course will go again.

*ri TWenty-five years ago, in England, six or eight wine glasses stood grouped by

$i each person's plate at a dinner party, and they were used, not left idle and empty;

ii. to-day there are but three or four in the group, and the average guest sparingly
:: ' 

uses about two of them. We have not adopted this new fashion yet, but we shall do

it presently. We shall not think it out; we shall merely conform, and let it go at

that. We get our-notions and habits and opinions from outside influences; we do

not have to study them out.
Our table manners, and company manners and street manners change from

time to time, but the changes are not reasoned out; we merely notice and con-

form. We are creatures of outside influences; as a rule we do not think, we only
imitate. We cannot invent standards that will stick; what we mistake for standards

are only fashions, and perishable. We may continue to admire them, but we drop

the use of them. We notice this in literature. Shakespeare is a standard, and fifty
years ago we used to write tragedies which we couldn't tell from - from some-

body else's; but we don t do it any more, now. Our prose standard, three quarters
of a century ago, was ornate and diffuse; some authority or other changed it in
the direction of comp.actness and simplicity, and conformity followed, without
argument. The historical novel starts up suddenly, and sweeps the land. Every-

body writes one, and the nation is glad. We had historical novels before; but
nobody read them, and the rest of us conformed - without reasoning it out. We

are conforming in the other way, now, because it is another case of everybody.

The outside influences are always pouring in upon us, and we are always

obeying their orders and accepting their verdicts. The Smiths like the new play;
the Ioneses go to see it, and they copy the Smith verdict. Morals, religions, poli-
tics, get their following from surrounding influences and atmospheres, almost
entirely; not from study, not from thinking. A man must and will have his own
approval first of all, in each and every moment and circumstance of his life -
even if he must repent of a self-approved act the moment after its commission, in
order to get his self-approval again: but, speaking in general terms, a man's self-

approval in the large concerns of life has its source in the approval of the peoples

about him, and not in a searching personal examination of the matter. Mo-
hammedans are Mohammedans because they are born and reared among that
sect, not because they have thought it out and can furnish sound reasons for
being Mohammedans; we know why Catholics are Catholics; why Presbyterians

are Presbyterians; why Baptists are Baptists; why Mormons are Mormons; why
thieves are thieves; why monarchists are monarchists; why Republicans are

Republicans and Democrats, Democrats. We know it is a matter of association
and sympathy, not reasoning and examination; that hardly a man in the world
has an opinion upon morals, politics, or religion which he got otherwise than
through his associations and sympathies. Broadly speaking, there are none but
corn-pone opinions. And broadly speaking, corn-pone stands for self-approval.
Self-approval is acquired mainly from the approval of other people. The result is



conformity. Sometimes conformity has a sordid business interest - the bread-

and-butter interest - but not in most cases, I think. I think that in the majority
of cases it is unconscious and not calculated; that it's born of the human beingt
natural yearning to stand well with his fellows and have their inspiring approva|

and praise - a yearning which is commonly so strong and so insistent that it
cannot be effectually resisted, and must have its way. A political emergency brings

out the corn-pone opinion in fine force in its two chief varieties - the pocket-

book variety, which has its origin in self-interest, and the bigger variety, the senti-

mental variety - the one which can't bear to be outside the pale; can't bear to be

in disfavor; can't endure the averted face and the cold shoulder; wants to stand

well with his friends, wants to be smiled upon, wants to be welcome, wants to
hear the precious words, "He'S on the right track!" Uttered, perhaps by an ass, but
still an ass of high degree, an ass whose approval is gold and diamonds to a

smaller ass, and confers glory and honor and happiness, and membership in the

herd. For these gauds many a man will dump his life-long principles into the

street, and his conscience along with them. We have seen it happen. In some mii-
lions of instances.

Men think they think upon great political questions, and they do; but they

think with their party,not independently; they read its literature, but not that of
the other side; they arrive at convictions, but they are drawn from a partial view

of the matter in hand and are of no particular value. They swarm with their party,

they feel with their party, they are huppy in their party's approval; and where the

party leads they will follow, whether for right and honor, or through blood and

dirt and a mush of mutilated morals.
In our late canvass half of the nation passionately believed that in silver lay

salvation, the other half as passionatelybelieved that that waylay destruction. Do

you believe that a tenth part of the people, on either side, had any rational excuse

for having an opinion about the matter at all? I studied that mighty question to

the bottom - came out empty. Half of our people passionately believe in high

tariff, the other half believe otherwise. Does this mean study and examination, or

only feeling? The latter, I think. I have deeply studied that question, too - and

didn't arrive. We all do no end of feeling, and we mistake it for thinking. And out

of it we get an aggregation which we consider a boon. Its name is Public Opinion.
It is held in reverence. It settles everything. Some think it the Voice of God.

Queslions for Discussion

1. According to Mark Twain, "It is our nature to conform" (para. 9); he also says that

we do so for self-approval. The two statements seem contradictory; how does

Twain connect conformity and self-approval?

2. Twain makes a distinction between standards and fashions. What is the difference?

What examples does he provide for each? How does the distinction apply to the

twenty-first century?
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ns essay is ultimately a denunciation of cultural chauvinism. What conse-

i=or.n.., does he suggest are the result of "corn-pone opinions"? Which are

"" explicitiwhichar;imnlicit?., ? ,, - (,-r- ^^---^^^,,:- -.,L:^L ((L^rf,+L^"i, 
firlast paragraph begins with a reference to a "late canvass" in which "half the

*,nrtiol passionately believed" in one path and "the other half passionately

I,, believed" in another. To what was Twain probably referring? Does he take sides?

., How does he distinguish between thinking and feeling?

5; In what two ways does a political emergency bring out corn-pone opinions? What

does Twain mean by"an ass of high degree" (para. 13)?

1.

)

3.

4.

5.

7.

8.

9.

10. How does a phrase such as "helping to inhabit" in the first paragraph contribute

to the tone of the essay?

I i. Find examples of understatement and hyperbole. Discuss their effects.

Suggestions for Writing

Write your own version of "Corn-Pone Opinions," giving examples from contem-

porary culture and politics. Do you end up making the same argument as Twain,

or do you thinkAmericans are more independent thinkers now? Explain why.

TWain says he believed that the slave |erry was "the greatest orator in the United

States" (para. 1) but that "in the distribution of rewards he was overlooked." Write

about how |erry might have viewed his situation.

t.

2.

Questions on Rhetoric ond StYle

What is TWain s purpose in "Corn-Pone Opinions"?

Trace Twain's use of the personal pronoun. What is the effect of changing from

Ito we?

Twain claims he got the idea of corn-pone opinions from a young slave with a tal-

ent for preaching. What does the anecdote add to his argument? Does it detract

in anyway?

How does Twain expand ]erry's definition of corn-pone opinions? What is the

effect of numbering the two items in which he begins to expand ]erry's defini-

tion?

Identifr Twain's appeals to logos. Do the subjects of the appeals (hoopskirts,

bloomers, wineglasses) strengthen the appeals or weaken them?

Explain the irony of Twain's qualification of )erry's statement about calculation

and intention in paragraph 6.

Why is paragraph 13 so long? Where, if anywhere, could Twain have broken it up?

What is the effect of the series of subordinate clauses in the middle of the para-

graph?

What is the effect of the parallelism in the two long sentences that make up para-

graph 14?

What is the effect of capitalizing "Public Opinion" and "Voice of God" at the end

of the essay?


